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“our orientations to the future 

matter a great deal for how we 

inhabit the present”

Lyon & Carabelli (2015)

• How do we create 

reflexivity towards dominant 

visions of the future – and 

their underlying 

imaginaries?



THE FLEXIS

PROJECT

FLEXIS WORK PACKAGES

WP0 Delivery (Management)

WP1 Integrated Energy Supply Systems (Prof N Jenkins)

WP2 Flexible Power Plant (Prof P Bowen)

WP3 Energy Storage to Power (Prof P Bowen)

WP4 CCS-Integrated Power and Alternative Fuels (Prof P Bowen)

WP5 Hydrogen Energy Storage (Prof A Guwy)

WP6 Sustainable Production and Purification of Hydrogen, Syngas, BioH2 and BioCH4 (Prof A Guwy)

WP7 Hydrogen and Syngas: Efficient Use (Prof A Guwy)

WP8 Research Development, Engagement and Impact (Management)

WP9 Smart Thermal Energy Grid (Prof HR Thomas)

WP10 Unconventional Gas (Prof HR Thomas) 

WP11 Carbon Sequestration in Coal and Soil (Prof HR Thomas)

WP12 Geoinformatics and Environmental Monitoring (Prof HR Thomas)

WP13 Mitigation of the Environmental Impact of Shale Gas Recovery (Prof A Barron)

WP14 Carbon Capture and Utilisation (Prof A Barron)

WP15 Energy Vectoring through Hydrogen (Prof A Barron)

WP16 Environmentally-Friendly Electrical Power Plant and Insulation (Prof M Haddad)

WP17 Social Acceptability and Responsible Development of Energy Systems (Prof N Pidgeon)

WP18 Smart Energy Management (Dr P Igic)

http://flexis.wales



FLEXIS SOCIAL 

SCIENCE

• Developing a 

Responsible 

Research and 

Innovation (RRI) 

framework for 

energy systems 

transitions

• What expectations/anticipations do experts share 
about the possible futures of energy transition? 

Workstream 1

• How do people in communities hosting 
demonstration projects use energy now? How do 
energy services and infrastructures contribute to 
‘lives worth living’? What expectations/ 
anticipations do they have about 
local/national/global energy futures? 

Workstream 2

• How can a variety of inclusive and anticipatory 
modes of reflexivity be created within the research 
process? (Chilvers & Kearnes 2016) 

Workstream 3

http://flexis.wales
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FUTURE IMAGINARIES: POSSIBILIT Y 

SPACES & ISSUE SPACES

• STS work on future imaginaries –

focus on expectations (Brown & 

Webster, 2000) and styles of 

anticipation (e.g. Anderson, 2010)

• Studies how shared expert future 

imaginaries construct the future by 

defining

• what might happen (possibility 

space)

• what values matter/ what is at 

stake (issue space)
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SPACES & ISSUE SPACES

• Expert imaginaries draw on 

disembedded

technologies/expertise (forecasts, 

RCBA, scenarios) to make an 

intangible future more tangible

• Shaped by implicit assumptions 

about other actors, drivers of socio-

technical change, etc.

• Risk of reification of 

futures/exclusion of other 

interpretations of problems/issues

• Need for scrutiny of imagined 

futures (Grunwald 2011)



HOTSPOTS AND BLINDSPOTS: THE 

ENERGY TRILEMMA

Sustainability 
(Decarbonisation)

Cost

Security

“Just before the last general election, 

spokespeople from the three main 

parties met at a hustings to discuss 

climate change […] They all said that 

we needed to switch from high 

carbon fossil fuels to low carbon 

alternatives. In other words, they 

argued that we can, and should, 

revolutionise our energy supply. They 

said virtually nothing about demand. 

When a questioner asked about the 

possibility of behaviour change and 

demand reduction as a complement 

to supply side measures, the 

response was dismissive.” 

(Willis and Eyre 2011, 13)



KEY QUESTIONS

• How to stage reflexivity 

within expert interviews? 

• How to make it possible to 

question the assumptions 

which underpin shared 

imaginaries?



A PROBLEM

• Interviews are well established as way of mapping 

depth and breadth of shared expert imaginaries

• But futures are hard to talk about, especially 

complex/long-term (Shirani et al. 2016)

• Future-oriented expertise makes futures easier to 

talk about – but do the assumptions behind expert 

knowledge then become a barrier to reflexivity?



METHODOLOGICAL 

CONCEPT: OBLIQUITY

• Alternative: mobilise affective aspects 

of anticipation

• Inspirations: cultural probes (Gaver, 

Dunne, and Pacent, 1999), aesthetic 

reflexivity (Lasch and Urry, 1994) 

• Use of specially-created ‘things to think 

with’ as a means of mobilising affect 

and opening up a different issue space



EXPERT INTERVIEWS/POSTCARD 

TASK

• October 2016-March 2017: 20 

expert interviews with Flexis

engineering team, policy 

actors, SME delivery partners

• Postcards & envelopes sent 

7-10 days before interview

• Task: fill out up to 3 each of 

‘hope’ and ‘anxiety’ postcards 

and seal inside envelope

• Used to ‘interrupt’ interviews, 

exploiting the ‘souvenir’ 

(Gordon 1986) quality of the 

sealed postcards



EXPERT 2 

(LOCAL GOVT)

I: Energy security. Energy security is 

what really affecting people. Prices are 

like, oh god you know, petrol’s gone 

through the roof. Yeah, you know, lower 

middle-class people who work in the 

public sector [chuckles] that sort of 

thing, that’s what sort of freaks them is 

energy security actually. […]

I: [reading] I was in a corner shop recently and a lady came in wearing pyjamas complaining about 

her meter to the shop assistant. She was in arrears on a prepayment meter, so couldn’t have a bath. 

The last time she had a bath she estimated it cost her £7. She needed to buy £5 of energy to keep the 

lights on. She was considering if it was cheaper to go to the swimming pool to get the family clean. I 

felt very sad and quite distressed that families live like this, and have to consider choices to be clean 

or not. […] I just thought, oh my god you know, obviously just, it just made me feel sick, I just, I didn’t 

like that. Didn’t like that at all. 

[…] 

this woman lives 20, 30 yards radius of me, and I’m living, you know, I’m not that secure am I? I could 

lose my job and I could be potentially this poor. I don’t suppose I would be, ‘cause my family, you 

know, my son’s got a job. My daughter’s gonna get a job. I’ve got people who probably wouldn’t allow 

me to live like that. Family suppose, but oh god that’s awful [inhale]



EXPERT 2 

(LOCAL GOVT)

R: OK, so third one? 

I: Yeah, I suppose, this is also personal [reading] my 

daughter’s had two interviews for jobs recently but 

hasn’t been offered one. It’s upsetting for her as the 

post, she’s a graduate mining engineer, has gone to 

one of her peers. Someone she knows on the course 

so it’s worse. It’s more stark, you know? So she’s 

taken both rejections quite hard but is bottling up her 

feelings. There, another sad thing. […]

I think as my family’ll all move for work, […]. So I think I’ll say to them, look at the energy security, you 

know.

[…]

Yeah, so for me it’ll be consideration more than, as my children buy houses and move places, that all 

these things need to play out. I think, my son works in computer science, so he’s into all sorts of new 

technologies as well, so a bit, not like huge, but certainly energy security’s… and people say things 

like Glasgow. Before I used to think, bloody hell of a place, I don’t like it, I’ve been there twice and I 

don’t like it, damn. But now I think, ooh they’re doing some interesting energy, so it does impact on 

what I feel about places. […] it’s really, it’s really, hit home for me more than any other nonsense 

about carbon and the flipping o-zones layer and other stuff that’s been bombarding me over the years, 



IMPLICATIONS FOR 

FURTHER WORK

• Recap: expert interviews have used affectively-laden objects 

worked on by participants as means of mobilising affect

• Inspired by cultural probes: oblique use of ‘things to think with’

• Possible stimulus for aesthetic reflexivity towards the energy 

transition issue space (‘hotspots and blindspots’)

• example: ideas about energy security 

• Expert 2’s responses viscerally bring affordability and 

security of supply together

• Open up questions about the ‘supply-side’ bias of the 

energy trilemma

• How else can cultural probes be developed to stage reflexivity, 

within and beyond expert interviews?



FLEXIS SOCIAL SCIENCE TEAM

More on aspects of this approach:

Groves et al  2016, ‘The Grit  in the Oyster:  using energy biographies 

to question socio-technical imaginaries of “smartness”’,  Journal of 

Responsible Innovation 

http: / /dx.doi.org/10.1080/23299460.2016.1178897
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